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Abstract: Racism cuts deep. In a recent study by Shardae McNeil, 87 and 94% of African 
Americans reported experiencing at least one discriminatory event by the time they reached 
adolescence. Her research indicates that those that experience racial discrimination at 
adolescence are vulnerable to a greater risk of lower psychological functioning, internalized 
symptoms, and elevated levels of depressive symptomology. McNeil introduces the component of 
family support. Family support is an important coping method for incident such as racial 
discrimination and can bring a positive mental health outcome in adolescent. 
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The Impact of the R-Word 
 Racism is a word that is stained in the minds of those who experience it. In the black 
community specifically, the mental stain that is racism has been carried through generations. In 
America, we have seen how people in the black community have reacted to acts of racially 
motivated assaults as adults, but what we have not been able to see is how racism effects the 
children and adolescents and their psychological well-being. In fact, some studies conclude that 
experiencing racism at a young age may result in negative mental and behavioral disfunction. 
Although, they may not know in the moment, these childhood or adolescent experiences can 
negatively influence the perception they may have on the world and may not realize it until a 
later age. So, should racism be viewed and treated as a mental health issue? 
 With any and every situation, there are people who have differing experiences and 
therefore have different perspectives on similar situations. This same principle is just as true 
with children and adolescents as it is with adults. In an article from the University of Potsdam, 
Rebecca Bondu and Birgit Elsner describe the responses to justice sensitivity and the difference 
in emotional, cognitive, and behavioral reactions to specific injustices. To elaborate, justice 
sensitivity is a term used to describes the types of responses to witnessing or experiencing an 
injustice. The specific patterns of these responses depend on the perspective these injustices 
are perceived and have a distinct response (p. 420). Bondu and Elsner have concluded, when 
talking about behavioral change, that people who are anxiously and/or angrily expecting 
rejection (because of their race) are more likely to display strong emotional reactions to 
construct-related cues (422). Recent studies among children and adolescence have suggested 
that rejection sensitivity has been linked to mental health problems in this age range. Age-
related differences in justice sensitivity could be explained by an increase in social-cognitive and 
moral skill during childhood and adolescence for these are prerequisites for moral reasoning 
(422). Other research provides relations between justice sensitivity with social and emotional 
problems in adults (qtd. 423). For example, people who are highly sensitive to injustice are 
more likely to remember the experience and have a strong emotional reaction to the 
remembrance.  
 Now, let us look at a more specific demographic that is more likely to experience social 
injustices or be a witness to them. In a recent study by Shardae McNeil, 87 and 94% of African 
Americans reported experiencing at least one discriminatory event by the time they reached 
adolescence. Racial discrimination is influential in shaping developmental outcome in 
adolescents (qtd. McNeil 1613). Her research indicates that those that experience racial 
discrimination at adolescence are vulnerable to a greater risk of lower psychological 
functioning, internalized symptoms, and elevated levels of depressive symptomology (1613). 
The results of racial discrimination can have deeper and sustaining effect on the mental 
development of African American adolescents and children thus registering as a traumatic 
event like experiencing a tragic loss.  
With the plentiful of studies show that fears and anxieties of racial discrimination in 
adolescents’ mental health, NcNeil introduces the component of family social support (1614). 
Family support is an important coping method for incident such as racial discrimination and can 
bring a positive mental health outcome in adolescents (p. 1614). The burden of racial 
discrimination on African American health is the anticipation of a future incident (qtd. 
1613,1614). Furthermore, her research states that this kind of worry is not uncommon in this 
group since these kinds of instances happen to them at a higher rate than those students that 
are not of color. Additionally, adolescents who have experienced higher perceived family social 
support are associated with less depression and anxiety than those who have less family 
support which can lead to depression (qtd. 1614). Two key terms that are important from this 
study are “family” and “support” because they play a major role in the mental responses in 
adolescents as show in the previous sentences. In other words, our families play a huge role in 
molding and shaping our personality and way of life. When an African American child is 
constantly faced with racial discrimination, those instances become part of their environment 
and therefore can negatively affect their perspective on life.  
 Friends are a vital component of the fabric of adolescents’ lives (Aprile D. Benner from 
the University of Texas, Yijie Wang from Fordham University p. 493). During adolescence, social 
groups begin to become more defined as adolescents begin to learn to navigate their way 
through life. Benner states that adolescents of color face the stress of finding friendships within 
cross-ethnic social groups all too often (493). In educational settings, race/ethnic- based 
mistreatments are more likely to occur by both peers and adult authority figures and the 
consequences of these treatments harm adolescents’ mental well-being as well as their 
performance and engagement in school (493). To elaborate, African American adolescents are 
more likely to be suspended or have higher chances of getting reprimanded than their white 
counterparts. In addition, the make up close friendships in adolescence likely play a role in 
adolescents’ well-being (494). For instance, cross-ethnic friendships are more likely to promote 
positive intergroup attitudes and disconfirm held stereotypes (pg. 494). For example, friends 
who have similar encounters with discrimination are able to provide each other with emotional 
support to help cope with these experiences and thus are more likely to think of reasoning for 
these encounters are more likely due to external attributes than internal (pg. 494). In other 
words, having a friend that has experienced similar experiences with racial discrimination acts 
as a positive coping method. In response to this, the friend that experiences racial 
discrimination is least likely to internalize the event and understand that the event happened 
because of the other person’s perception of them.  
A study has shown that adolescents with no cross-ethnical friendships is less likely to 
experience peer discrimination than those with at least one cross-ethnical friendship (p. 497). In 
further results of this study, adolescents who experienced peer-perpetrated discrimination are 
lonelier and more depressed. Furthermore, students who had close friends were less likely to 
experience the negative effects of personal experiences with discrimination (pg. 501). Just like 
family support, it is also important that friendships in the adolescent age range is positive as 
well to help adolescents cope with the experiences that they may face from racial 
discrimination thus weakening the chance of lasting negative mental effects. Since this age 
range is a critical time for psychological development, they are more vulnerable to being 
affected by experiences that could last well into their adulthood.   
Now let’s add the factor of hope. People with mental health problems, regardless of 
age, can attest that when they are going through these trials, that hope is something that 
seems so close yet so far. Having had an experience with mental health problems at a young 
age, I can understand that finding hope after experiencing trauma is not an easy task. Luckily, I 
had support from my family and foundation of my faith to help me find that hope again. 
However, those that may not have this kind of support may think that hope 
According to a study by the Cheryl Spencer Departments of Nursing, hope has two 
components. The first is hope-agency which is defined as the ability to envision and believe in 
one’s ability to achieve goals. The second, hope-pathway, is defined as belief in one’s ability to 
devise strategies to achieve one’s goals (Cheryl Zlotnick, 706). For example, adolescents that 
have high hope-pathway are more likely to be positive thinkers, problem solvers, and can cope 
with daily difficulties as they arise (706). As previously mentioned, everyone has differing 
experiences and therefore have different levels of the two components that compose hope. 
Overall hope, however, is associated with youth’s characteristics, family characteristics and 
school characteristics (712). As mentioned in the paragraphs above, who and what a child or 
adolescent is constantly surrounded by is what shapes and molds them into who they are as 
adults. When a child or adolescent of color experiences racial discrimination at this point in 
their life, this experience has a chance of negatively affecting their mental health if they do not 
have the proper support from family and friends.  
Racism cuts deep especially in those who experience it daily. When a child or adolescent 
experiences racism for the first time, it is important that they are supported in a positive 
manner from the people that matter to them most. So, what is it that adults that are not of 
color can do for these children? The answer is simple. The one thing a non-person of color can 
do is show love to those that are of color and take time to listen to and understand their stories 
no matter what the age. As previously explained, children and adolescents are the most 
influenced by who and what they are surrounded by. If the child or adolescent is constantly 
surrounded by hate, then they will use this negative attitude or mentality to view themselves 
and the world around them when the child or adolescent becomes an adult. In contrast when a 
child or adolescent is surrounded by love, they will be more likely to use this mentality and 
attitude to view themselves and gain a more positive outlook on life when they are adults.  
In the words of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.,” Returning hate for hate multiplies hate, 
adding deeper darkness to a night already devoid of stars. Darkness cannot drive out darkness; 
only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that” (Jeremy Gray, Death 
Penalty Information Center). 
Works Cited 
 
Benner, Aprile D., and Yijie Wang. “Racial/Ethnic Discrimination and Adolescents’ Well-Being: The 
Role of Cross-Ethnic Friendships and Friends’ Experiences of Discrimination.” Child Development, vol. 
88, no. 2, Mar. 2017, pp. 493–504. EBSCOhost, doi:10.1111/cdev.12606. 
Bondü, Rebecca, and Birgit Elsner. “Justice Sensitivity in Childhood and Adolescence.” Social 
Development, vol. 24, no. 2, May 2015, pp. 420–441. EBSCOhost, doi:10.1111/sode.12098. 
Gray, Jeremy. “The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.: ‘Hate Cannot Drive out Hate; Only 




McNeil Smith, Shardé, et al. “Racial Discrimination and Psychological Distress among African 
American Adolescents: Investigating the Social Support Deterioration Model.” Journal of Child 
& Family Studies, vol. 28, no. 6, June 2019, pp. 1613–1622. EBSCOhost, doi:10.1007/s10826-
019-01397-6. 
Zlotnick, Cheryl, et al. “The Impact of Adolescents’ Racial and Ethnic Self‐identity on Hope.” 
Health & Social Care in the Community, vol. 27, no. 5, Sept. 2019, pp. e705–e715. EBSCOhost, 
doi:10.1111/hsc.12795. 
 
